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Announcing the 1998 Conference: “Inventing Reality”

From the Steering
Committee

On Saturday 14 February the Commit-
tee gathered in Wellington for a full
day mecting. After dealing with a
small amount of general business the
remainder of the day was devoted to
planning the 1998 Conference. We
were all delighted with the progress
which has been made so far and we can
assure you that this year's conference
will continue the very high standard
that we have all come to expect from
Sea of Faith conferences.

This year the conference is based at
the Central Institute of Technology in
Upper Hutt and will take place from
9-11 October. There will be a limit of
200 places for this Conference - a
limitation that has been accepted by
the Committee in order to utilise the
superb lecture theatre at C.LT.

Following on the successful introduc-
tion of a conference theme last year,
the theme for 1998 is “Inventing
Reality” — a theme that has great
potential for interesting elective
lectures and workshops topics. Two of
the three keynote speakers have already
been confirmed - Professor John
Bishop of the Philosophy Department
of Auckland University and Dr.
Fernando, psychiatrist. The Committee
are actively pursuing the third speaker
(a woman).

The Steering Committee always take
cognisance of the evaluation forms of
the previous conference and with the
strong recommendations of these will
continue the innovations of last year —
core groups and elective lectures —
and there will also be two opportuni-
ties for workshops and less pressure on
the Saturday programme. All this is
possible by starting the Conference

early on the Friday afternoon.

In this newsletter there is an invita-
tion to offer to run a workshop for this
conference — I would encourage you to
consider this. Do note that the
presenter of a workshop is expected to
spend only about 10 minutes introduc-
ing the topic and then the remainder of
the time is given over to discussion by
the whole group. Workshops are not
mini-lectures and therefore with this
format in mind the idea of offering to
run a workshop on the theme Inventing
Reality may not secem so daunting. Its
always good to have offers of
workshops from those who haven't
previously run one.

I do hope that you are planning to
attend the 1998 Conference and would
encourage you to register as soon as the
registration forms are sent out in order
to be assured of a place.

Jane Griffith, Chairperson

From the Conference
Coordinator:

'Same Campus: Different Facilities' |
Yes, this year's conference is being |}
held again at the CIT campus, |
Heretaunga with its lovely park-like |
surroundings. Located within the one |
building we have a state-of-the-art |
Lecture Theatre for our plenary |
sessions, classrooms for break-away |
groups and the Lecture Theatre Foyer |
for lunches, tea breaks and general |
socialising. Halls of Residence and |
Dining Room are a short (covered) |
Accommodation offers |}

walk away.
single and double rooms with shared or

ensuite facilities. Registration material |
will be mailed to all members in |

August.
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Janet Lambie ||

Lead a Workshop?
A workshop is an opportunity for a
small group to explore the theme of
this year's Conference from the point of
view of the leader. In a workshop, as
distinct from a lecture, all members
contribute to the discussion and have a
share in the outcome

A facilitator will work with the
workshop leader to ensure the smooth
running of the workshop and that all
participants will get an opprtunity to
contribute.
* Have you any ideas on the theme
"Inventing Reality”, that interests you
and that could be explored with others?
= Have you a question that would lend
itself to consideration by a sympathetic
group?
= Have you ideas that could perhaps be
clarified and developed?

If so, then please consider offering
to lead a workshop — or suggesting
someone who could.

A workshop is meot a high-powercs
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presentation. It is net a lecture. The
formal presentation of your material
should take no more than 10 minutes.
The leader needs to have a clear
focus on the topic and to be able to
guide discussion for the benefit of all
participants. If appropriate, the group
be asked to do some background
ing before the workshop.
Reply to  "Workshops", 82
Kinghorne St, Strathmore, Wellington
by April 11, 1988

The 1997 Conference
in Retrospect

Some interesting information was
elicited from our review of the confer-
ence evaluations. We have briefly
highlighted some of the results for your
information.

234 people registered for the

1997conference; and 174 completed
questionnaires were returned. Study of
these shows:
= 91% gave the conference a high
rating in terms of overall value (that
pleased us)
= 58% indicated a high probability that
they would attend the 1998 conference.
= Core groups (which were a new
feature of the conference) were
extremely popular), 67% giving them a
high value rating. There were written
comments such as  "wonderful
addition", and "best part”.
= Comparing the breakdown of the
respondents by age with the figures
from last year shows little change —
58% being over the age of 61.
* a significant number of respondents
made comments on the Saturday
evening programme to the effect that
Lloyd's lecture was scheduled too late
in the evening and they were grateful
that he provided written notes.

The results from these surveys are
always extremely helpful to those
involved in planning the next confer-
ence both in terms of the programme
itself and the conference administra-
tion. A number of useful practical
points have been identified from the
1997 survey and passed on to Janet
Lambie and her team.

Thanks to all who completed the
questionnaire — your time was not
wasted - your efforts were very much
appreciated by the steering committee.

Janet Davidson and Roy Griffith

Will the Real Jesus
Please Stand Up?

As this Newsletter went to press, a
commitee is at work with a view to
bringing The Jesus Seminar to New
Zealand.

“The Jesus Seminar was organized
under the auspices of the Westar Insti-
tute to renew the quest of the historical
Jesus and to report the results of its
research to more than a handful of
gospel specialists. At its inception in
1985, thirty scholars took up the
challenge. Eventually more than two
hundred professionally trained special-
ists, called Fellows, joined the group.
The Seminar met twice a year to debate
technical papers that had been
prepared and circulated in advance. At
the close of debate on each agenda
item, Fellows of the Seminar voted,
using colored beads to indicate the
degree of authenticity of Jesus' words.
Dropping colored beads into a box
became the trademark of the Seminar
and the brunt of attack for many elitist
academic critics who deplored the
public face of the Seminar.”

Jfrom The Five Gospels by

Robert W. Funk and Roy W. Hoover
Quotes attributed to Jesus in the
Gospels of Mark, Matthew, Luke, John
and Thomas are color-coded according
to the following:
* red: Jesus undoubtedly said this or
something very like it.
= pink: Jesus probably said something
like this.
= grey: Jesus did not say this, but the
ideas contained in it are close to his
own.
= black: Jesus did not say this; it repre-
sents the perspective or content of a
later or different tradition.
See also Honest To Jesus in the Book
Review section of this Newsletter.
Watch the press and your usual
sources for developments.

Left Brain v. Right
Brain

Every once-in-a-while an ongoing
conversation  (“thread”)  emerges
among the participants of the SOFN
Internet community. This one looks for
a more balanced disposition in
SOFers:

Graham Rooth started the ball
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rolling with this observation and
question: “ ... I feel that the right
hemisphere is a bit under-represented
in our deliberations. I would like to
hear something about what people
actually do to nourish the spirit in their
own lives, what they use for ‘soulfood’,
whether they celebrated Christmas, and
things like that.”

Jillian Wilkinson set a lot of the tone
that was to follow: “Link[ing] with the
SOF has strengthened my increasing
conviction that nourishing the spirit is
not firstly a word based activity, but
having, or wrestling with, the words
clears the space for pure spiritual atten-
tiveness, or silence, or anticipation, or
peace. The intellectual debate seems to
keep my argumentative streak under
control, or satisfied.

I celebrated Christmas as a social,
family opportunity to exchange expres-
sions of goodwill on whatever level
was appropriate, and that included
going to the midnight service, singing
carols, welcoming (and pretending to
be) Santa Claus, being with my
scattered family.

Amidst my enormous frustrations
with and disappointments in the
Church of England and its members
and clergy, I still feel there is a special
attitude to be had at a church service,
when at its best all involved can shed
their everyday personalitics and
become absorbed into a mystery.

Anthony Freeman agreed: “I
certainly did [celebrate Christmas] - in
a totally old-fashioned unreconstructed
way: Nine Lessons and Carols;
Midnight Mass; Turkey and Plum
Duff, Crackers and paper hats; Family
to stay, Three Christmas trees....
Thanks to a sympathetic local priest I
was even able to celebrate mass on St
John the Evangelist's Day.

For me the great value of the SOFtie
approach is that it does allow me to
feed the spirit without denying the
intellect.”

Ian Stubbs had a similar set of ideas:
“I attend (and usually preside at) the
eucharist in a small church on a poor
and downtown estate in Oldham [UK.]
which has had a clergy vacancy for two
years. I am dissatisfied with much in
this service but I continue to be uplifted
by the fact the 20 to 24 people gather
every week to celebrate the continuing
possibilities of hope, joy, love, care,
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Editorial
Members of the Sea of Faith Network |
are sometimes accusad of adopting "left-
brain® approach to faith — a preference
for the cersbral over the experiential. Not
gthat we would unquestionly accept that |
as a fault — after all someone has to |
provide an altemative to the schmaltzy |
fundamentalist  electronic  churches |
(whose voices, according to the book
review by Alan Goss, are “empty and
ranting”) and to grenade-wielding funda-
mentalists of the midde east. (In
passing, might it be a good idea for them
to stop drinking black coffee and take up
modest alcohol consumption, as a
calming influenca?)

At a number of points in this Newslett-
er the point is raised or the question
asked: "what can we do to nourish the |
spirit?”

If our defection from mainstream relig-
ious practice has cut us off from lustily
singing “All Things Bright and Beautiful”
at the top of our lungs, have we lost
something? If we can no longer utter a
creed, “We Believe ..", then are we |
denied the sense of communal bonding
that it provides? It does provide that, at
least.

If the brand of humanism that we
SOFers (some say “SOFties’, even
“SOFists”) tend to go for is myth-
affirming and since we have discarded
the older ecclesiastical trappings that
tumed the church into what Don Cupitt
referred to as “a medieval theme park’, it
follows that we have to seek replace-
ment myths.

But which? Surely not Reason or
Science or Market Forces? In the item |
“Left Brain v. Right Brain® some SOFties
exchange views as to what nourishes
their souls. Art, companionship, even
participating in traditional religious
practices — but on their own terms. Even
neopaganism (see p8) is capable of
nourishing our “personal myths”. The
SOF affirmation — the nearest to a creed
that you'll get from us - says that we
“draw freely upon our spiritual heritage
without being bound by it".

We must feed both our rational minds
(with facts) and our a-ational subcon-
scious with myth and symbol.

And the whole person, what nourishes
it? How do you nourish your spirit? How
do you avoid spiritual junk food. ‘Letters |
To The Editor’ close on May 1st. -

Noel Cheer

" prayer, justice etc. and to be inspired
# by the Jesus of history and faith. I love

visiting art galleries. My idea of the]
church of the future would be an art
gallery with a good coffee shop,
newspapers and magazines where I
could spend most of Sunday gazing,
admiring, arguing, denouncing, being
provoked, chatting, arguing, lounging,
reading, sipping good coffee. I also like
lounging in a deep bath with Ella
Fitzgerald ... ”

Maxine Green wrote: “the whole
point of religion ... for me ... is the
transformation of myself and the
community I am part of, and I suppose
what I feel is that the academic
approach to religion, although interest-
ing, keeps it all at arm's length and
does not challenge me to change. In
fact it not only does not challenge — it
diverts my thirst and interest. I think
that unless SOF has space for this sort
of exploration [of what “nourishes the
spirit” in our own lives] it will become
dry and sterile and remote... which is
such a shame as it could provide a
powerful resource for everyday folk.”

Mary McEwen wrote, “1 do nourish
my soul to a certain extent with well
performed traditional (Royal School of)
Church Music. I also nourish my soul
with secular classical music. Great
church architecture and art (not much
available in New Zealand) also gives
me great joy, but so does tall New
Zealand forest, dramatic landscapes,
and the sight of many large mammals

§ in the Serengeti National Park etc. All

these things nourish my soul. This
Christmas Eve I flew with my husband
from Wellington via Sydney airport to
Adelaide, to stay with our daughter,
her husband and two little daughters.
They nourish my soul. Flying on
Christmas Eve was also very soul
nourishing.  Seeing people greeting
loved ones at the airport, wearing
Santa Hats sold to aid Child Cancer. It
was all to do with love. When I was 21
I decided that my definition of god was
the “e” in e=mc’ ... nothing to do with
love; just physics. I suppose that what
I understand of Christianity is more
about love. Jolly good ideas, spoilt
often by the people who do things in
the name of Christ.”

reported by Noel Cheer
Subscribing

The Internet list administrator is
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Letters to the
Editor

| do think there is something missing in §
the Newsletter, the human element;
perhaps passion. | think you yourself |
recognise it with your call for Letters to the
Editor. The element of debate is needed
in an atmosphere of what | call Agreeing
to Disagree, which is rarely practised.

As a child | was required to agree to
agree or agree not to disagree. This was
what the serpent managed to get Adam
and Eve to do. Besides involving collu-
sion and pretence | believe it is a recipe |
for war because it leaves resentment |
smouldering.

The recipe for peace is agreeing to
disagree or Unity through Diversity. Inj§
my opinion it is one of several Universal f;
Principles which is proclaimed throughout
Scripture and is the essence of the Two
Great Commandments (Luke 10:27) [in
regard to the new logo] | applaud the
*Pacific colours®, and | realise a lot of |
work went into organising it, but | regret }
the omission of some distinctly NZ |
characteristic. What | heard at a recent
"Intemational Conference on Human
Resources and Future Generations in |
Islands and Small States” was that small |
nations will survive globalism only if they §
have strong cultural and national identity.
| retumed gravely concemed about N.Z.
because | feel World War 3 has already
begun and is not being fought with
amaments but with something much
more subtle. | realised, too, that Jesus
worked from a base of strong personal
identity which couldn't be defeated even
in death and that was how he was able to
allow people like the rich young ruler to
be themselves. His life was totally in line
with universal principles and that is where §
| think the answers are.

Lois Wells [abridged] |
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The title refers to ... the Garden of Eden
and the sin which caused us to be thrown
out of that blissful state, inevitably and
irrecoverably stained. What was this apple
which our fipuna ake ate with such disas-
trous consequences? For the Middle Ages it
was sex, which explains why women have
had such a bad press in the traditional
church beliefs, although how our prototypi-
cal ancestors were meant to do without it
one wonders. The myth of the garden tends
to be discounted these days and the notion
of original sin is rejected out of hand; but if]
we look again, this ancient myth contains
useful insights which we are just beginning
to grasp.

Sin is associated with humanity from the
very beginning. The term in its origin
implies Guilt: "a transgression of the divine
law and an offence against God; a violation
(esp. wilful or deliberate) of some religious
or moral principles” (5.0.E.D.)

It has three components:

1. a human attitude — guilt/shame

2. a ‘picture’ of God

3. a sense of morality i.e. the perception
of right and wrong.

The apple was the “fruit of the tree of the
knowledge of good and evil”; i.e. it marks
the threshold of our moral awareness. It
defines a relationship with God — shame
and guilt (“Who told you that you were
naked?”) which becomes permanent -
original sin. It defines a notion of God: in
the myth, a God who punishes.

The notion of sin is common to all the
peoples of the Mediterranean from which
our Pakeha [people of European cultural
descent living in New Zealand — ed.] tradi-
tions spring. Mankind is essentially guilty
vis-a-vis the gods who are more or less
capricious, more or less moral, and who
zap mortals on the slightest pretext. The
best of them is probably Jahweh; there is
only one of him and not a horde; he is
righteous and his punishments are correc-
tive and not destructive, like the Furies for
example.

To rid themselves of sin/guilt the
Mediterranean tribes adopted several
strategies:

* The Israelites drew up a code of rules —
the Torah — to avoid offending the deity;
these rules had to be obeyed rigorously by
all, in the interests of all, since one
trangression would bring down the wrath of]
God on the whole people [as in] the
example of Achan. The punishment for
infringing the rules was severe. Achan and
all his family were stoned and burnt. The
bible tells us that when Joseph found that

In The Beginning - Sin

Mary was pregnant he decided to put her
away without making a scandal. If he had
made her condition public, she would have
been stoned to death and her baby with her.
= They offered propitiation to the god by|
way of sacrifice; human sacrifice was
regular in the tribes that worshipped Baal.
They threw their living babies into the
burning belly of a brazen bull to propitiate
the God. The story of Abraham going to
sacrifice Isaac probably marks the end of]
human sacrifice in Israel and the ram,
providentially caught by the homns in the
branches of a desert bush, establishes the
notion of an acceptable substitute. The
Jews were still offering animal sacrifices of|
this kind in Jesus' day.

» They looked for a vicarious victim who
would carry away the burden of sin — the

oat.

The Old Testament bequeaths us a
mind-set:
= of a God who has the human attributes of]
a person-other-than-us, who behaves in
human ways, who in the case of Jahweh
judges and punishes,

* of a chronic state of human guilt and
shame, and fear of the consequences
* of a ritual system built on that fear which
demands the conformity of the individual to
the decrees of a priestly caste and thus
assures the political dominance of that
caste.

This mind-set, focussed on wrong-doing,
is essentially negative. As soon as you
imake rules, you set yourself up to break
them; rules expose you to two dangers.
Either you keep them and become self-
righteous (“I thank you Lord that I am not
as other men are™) or you fail and the
failure itself becomes an obsession. Sin is
addictive.

What Jesus Did
» He changed the picture of God from
King/Judge/Tyrant to Father (4bba) and
thus took away the haunting fear of God.
* He did away with the "middle man", the
priestly intermediaries (“whited sepul-
chres”) and thus removed the abuse of]
religious authority.
* He put the rules in their place. Examples:
healing on the Sabbath; the com field; the
woman caught in adultery.
* He rejected the bribing of God — propi-
tiation. How could a Father God demand
payment from his children for his favours?
He took a whip to the sellers of animals
and the money changers who were provid-
ing the sacrifices. And he substituted
himself as the ultimate sacrifice — the

Fred Marshall delivered this talk, initially to the Waikato group of SOFN and later to a church seminar. Because of its
length, part will appear in this Newsletter and the remainder in the next.

scapegoat — to remove the need of sacrifice.
» He changed the mindset of his people
from transgression and punishment to the
positive values of love and forgiveness. He
provided simple symbolic acts to enable the
transformation of his followers into the
new mindset and to maintain this positive
attitude: baptism and remembering him
when they ate and drank together. He set
about creating a new attitude — the pure
heart — rather than new beliefs.

» The focal centre of his life was being
open to the VOICE OF GOD. All his teach-
ing was to open the minds of his hearers to
that voice and remove obstacles to its
perception. The coming of the holy spirit
and the baptism of fire were the climax of
his example and his teaching.

What The Church Has Done
Since Then

The Church:

= set up a credo based on guilt, propitiation
and redemption which turns God back into
a tyrant, setting conditions for grace and
making God's love, which Jesus taught as
being for all, conditional on right belief;

= took the injunction "Each time you eat
and drink, remember me" and turned it into
the ritual of communion which should unite
but which in fact divides the christian
community

= highjacked the image of humanity as
God's children by the notion of "adoption if
you behave"

= used the threat of God's fearsome retribu-
tion to keep their followers in line

The Fathers compounded these distortions:
= Augustine added the neo-platonic notion
of the baseness of the material world,
giving sin the gloss of filth. Calvin and the
Jansenists brought this human abasement
to perfection.

= Successive Councils, from Constantine
on, established the creeds, defining
heresies and building a body of doctrine
which gets greater and more absurd century
by century, and tortured and bumt people
who refused to accept it.

» Millennial apocalyptic fears exaggerated
the hope of heaven and the terrors of hell,
the consequence of sin, and these fears
were exploited to strengthen the political
clout of the Church and reinforce its tempo-
ral authority.

Our Age — The Third Turning
Point
® We Christians [viz. “those of us who are”
- ed.] have a concept of God which leaves
out half the human race — the women —
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and excludes as heathen the vast majority
of the earth's peoples. We are faced with an
edifice of doctrine which does not stand up
to critical scrutiny — the Trinity. We have
in particular a doctrine of propitiation
which proposes the absurdity of a God who
sacrifices himself to satisfy himself. We are
unsure of the basis of our belief as scholar-
ship throws doubt on the historicity of]
events in the New Testament and regards
the records as assertions which advance a
particular viewpoint rather than as a
historical record. Pictures of God no
longer satisfy us wholly. “God the
all-terrible king who ordainest.” God has
gone beyond the image. Every image
reduces God to the comprehensible and
distorts the reality. Some deny that God
even exists.

Before Jesus there was a strand of proph-
ecy developing which emphasised purity of|
life rather than ritual observance; which
imaged God as tender - a husband longing
for a wayward wife, a father lamenting his
lost children.

It was Jesus who gave this movement the
momentum to change the perspective. In
the same way throughout the history of the
Christian Church there have been many
who have protested the distortion of the
simple message of love and mutual forgive-
ness, some of them were bumnt for their
concern. But it is only in our age that the
contradiction between the teaching of the
Church and the deep significance of the life
of Jesus has become generally obvious.
And what are we to do about it? Are we to
throw over beliefs which are manifestly
untenable and with them the Church itself]
which has been the civilising force of the
Western world, the voice of God to us for
2,000 years, to throw out the whole notion
of God? Or do we look to change the
mindset again and renew the Body of]
Christ for the next age?

The Sea of Faith movement is a loose
grouping of people world wide who wish to
remain within the fabric of the Church
[some do - ed.] but reject (some more,
some less of) the body of doctrine that
makes up the credo of one sect or another.
They describe themselves as "exploring
and promoting religious faith as a human
creation” searching for ways to express the
mindset of our time. They have helped me
clarify my own perspective, particularly in
the matter of sin and guilt.

I suggest therefore that we adopt the same
perspective, i.e. go back to the garden; and
look at what happened there from outside
as it were, without a commitment to the
traditional interpretation.

The myth of the Garden of Eden marks
the decisive moment when we, the human
race, became self-aware and separated
ourselves definitively from the other
animal species. A herd of antelope graze

in peace in the company of their predators,
the lions. Their only thought is the next
blade of grass, the next drink of water.
When the lions get hungry there is a frantic
burst of activity, adrenalin fired and terror
driven, the slowest is killed, and the herd
sets about grazing again, in complete
tranquillity. They live in a continuous
present, meeting each eventuality with the
instinctive response triggered by their
genes, moving sunrise by sunrise towards
their last sunset, completely unaware of]|
their passage through time. This is the
Garden-of-Eden state.

We became aware! Our big brains reached
out to understand the world around us; we
invented language and then writing and
with that created history, we mastered the
soil, we domesticated the amimals, we
tracked the stars in their passage, we
mastered fire, we made iron, we split the
atom, we are splitting the living cell, we
mastered the air, we are mastering space.
The only limit to our mastery is our imagi-
nation. What we can imagine, we can do.
What a wonderful gift. But at what a cost!

“To the woman he said: ‘I will multiply
your pains in child-bearing, you shall give
birth to your children in pain’. To the man
he said: ‘Accursed be the soil because of]
you. With suffering shall you get your food
from it.”"

The apple of awareness which we so
rashly and so inevitably plucked, cast us
out of the timeless existence of the
animals. In the moming we remembered
the predators of the evening before, we
remembered from day to day the hardships
of famine and thirst, we remembered the
pain of child-birth, we knew that we were
bon and that we would die. Awareness
took away from us the tranquil nirvana of]
the animals and replaced it with fear. We
have been picking the apple of knowledge
ever since; and every new discovery brings
with it consequences we tremble over: fire,
gun-powder; atomic fission and fusion;
genetic manipulation. Every discovery
means progress and danger, as it has since
the day the woman took the apple and gave
it to her husband.

You will remember that it was the fruit of]
the tree of knowledge of Good and Evil
which Eve picked and gave to Adam.
Moral awareness, that is to say the aware-
ness of the other person as another self and
the mutual obligations that bind us to each
other, “do to others as you would have
them do to you” is an essential component
of this wonderful awareness.

Another essential component is our
relationship with God. Both of these derive
from a significant uniquely human charac-
teristic: the ability to imagine the ideal and
compare it with the actual: What I did, as
opposed to what 1 might have done. These
components working together produce]|

inevitably the mindset of sin. We were set
up for it from the outset.

Set Up To Sin

Life was hard for our ancestors. Drought
and famine, fire and flood, lightning, earth-
quakes, volcanoes, plague and pestilence —~
so many inflictions of a cruel and capri-
cious universe. In our search for under-
standing, how were they to be explained?
In the traditions from which the European
peoples have sprung mankind identified the
unknown with the divine. The hail which
flattened your crops, or the sickness which
afflicted your children came from God or
the Gods. You can see in the Genesis story
the attribution of responsibility for these
hardships to God, as a punishment for
eating that blessed apple. The Gods were
invented to explain the inexplicable.

Fear peopled the universe with Gods of
our making whom we set out to serve.

Relative to the Gods we were powerless;
however good we were, whatever bribes we
offered, the hail and the earthquake, the
drought and the flood still came. The book
of Job reflects that perception. The only
human attitude possible was for us, like
him, to sit on the dung-heap and scrape our
boils with a bit of a broken pot: to grovel in
abasement before the Lord. These Gods
reflect our own psyche and the nature of
our fears. Baal was cruel and capricious,
the mirror of the sado-masochistic tenden-
cies buried in us; the Greek Pantheon was
as self-centred and untrustworthy as the
people who worshipped them; the Jahweh
of the Israelites was rigorously righteous, a
judge to punish wrong-doing. The view of
the Sea of Faith is right, up to a point,
when it proposes that religion is a human
invention, and that the "God" we worship
is made in our own image.

This fear of the unknown was
compounded by that other essential ability
— to measure the actual against the ideal.
Measured against the Gods, humans are
always inferior and powerless. Measured
against what we know to be ideal, our
efforts are always imperfect. Paul sums it
up: “The good that we would we do not,
and the evil that we would not, that we
do.” (Rom 7:19) or as the Jerusalem Bible
puts it: "though the will to do what is good
is in me, the performance is not, with the
result that instead of doing the good things
1 want to do, I carry out the sinful things I
do not want." (hofeiljmata, paraptwmata —
“falling aside”, Hamartia). In a world of
ignorance and fear, we are condemned
inevitably to this perspective.

The perception of sin is a uniquely human
attribute. We have always regarded it as
bad and tried to be rid of it as the rules and
the sacrifices we looked at in the first
section show. But have we misunderstood
its significance?

[To be concluded in the next Newsletter]
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Patti Whaley of SOFN (UK). The list is
not moderated; that is, she does not
approve cither the subscribers or the
specific messages on the list; but as she
wants the list to remain private, people

must ¢-mail her (at
101335.3561@compuserve.com) 1o
find out the address for the list.
Book Reviews

Vashti’s Voices

Vashti's Voices: A journal exploring
theologies for a just future (Review of
No.2/1 Spring 1997 - Margins and
Thresholds) by Liz Robinson.

I don't think I'm the right person to
be reviewing this publication - given
that only about one set of reseach notes
on one page attracted my reading
attention. This journal builds on the
style of Vashti’s Voice, [the extra “s”
makes a difference — ed] a feminist
theology journal published between
1978 and 1991. It aims to "“provide a
forum for ideas, dialogue, creative
expression and research . . . foster the
ongoing development of theologies,
particularly feminist theologies ... "
There is no doubt that this widely-
contributed to edition, and I hope the
editions to come, will be of interest and
comfort to those within the Christian
churches and communities, even to
those who consider themselves
unavoidably Christian. But somehow
the language of the variety of essays,
poems and thoughts secems to me
something I have left behind and don't
wish to worry at like a bitch with a
bone.

Searching, sharing, struggling,
questioning, declaring awareness,
listening, being challenged, feeling
ambivalence — an array of common
enough religious jargon within an
array of topics — from a meeting of
religious women in India to a poem
titled “Waiting for God”; or a soul-
searching essay about being at St
John's College; to book reviews about
Christian women. Special praise
should go to the five women editors for
the number of contributions. And the
fact that more Catholic women are now
entering the wider Christian feminist
scene is also a plus.

To all those who want to read about
the Christian journeys of women, and I
suspect that might be me occasionally,

then do subscribe. I don't think Chris-
tian voices will necessarily be the only
ones printed therein. A bit less intro-
spection, and broader perspectives on
what feminism is, from contributors
who are beating a totally different path
could be attractively healthy and appre-
ciated. . .

. it's not that the writing in this
edition is smug or particularly unorig-
inal. It's just that I want to read
something that says "this matters” to
me. See if it matters to you.

Published by and purchased from
Women's Resource Centre, Private Bag
11903, Ellerslie, Auckland. $22 for
one year's subscription

Liz Robinson
Reclaiming the Church:
Where the Mainline
Church went wrong and
what to do about it

by John Cobb, Westminster John Knox
Press, 1997, reviewed by Lloyd
Geering

For many years John Cobb has taught
at the Graduate School of Theology at
Claremont, Los Angeles and is a
leading exponent of process theology.
He continues to identify with the
Methodist Church but describes
himself as a troubled member of that
mainline church, which he says must
now be called the oldline church, as a
result of which it is fast becoming the
sideline church.

After diagnosing the spiritual
sickness of the church as a condition of
lukewarmness and lack of conviction
he looks for the reasons which have
caused it. He describes two proposals
for responding to it: renewal and trans-
formation. He believes both are neces-
sary but favours the second.

He finds, however, that “the church
has lost the ability to think. Unless it
recognises its healthy survival depends

“The language of
fundamentalism is empty
and ranting, the language

of liberal religion is
soothing but empty waffle.
Religious language has
collapsed.”

see “After AN
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on the recovery and exercise of that
ability and acts on that recognition,
talk of either renewal or transformation
is idle”.

It is good to see such a responsible
and well known scholar turning atten-
tion to the problem facing the church;
and when one remembers that the
decline in church attendance in USA is
not yet nearly so great as it is in New
Zealand, this is even more remarkable.

On the other hand, this fact may
prevent Cobb from seeing that his
diagnosis of cultural changes may not
have gone deep enough and his sugges-
tions may not yet be radical enough.
This booklet of 110 pages should be
seen as a working paper which raises
the issues to be discussed rather than as
a blueprint of the answers. It is a
tragedy that in New Zealand, where the
predicament of the churches is proba-
bly worse than that in the USA, church
leaders do not even get as far as Cobb
in acknowledging the situation.

Lioyd Geering
After All
This book, by Don Cupitt (SCM Press,
1994) was reviewed by Lloyd Geering
in Newsletter 6, in March 1994. This
review is by Alan Goss:

In this mind-stretching book, Don
Cupitt put forward a view of life that
fits the times we live in. He wants to
describe as truthfully and as naturalis-
tically as he can, the world, oursclves
and our language. In other words, a
natural theology and a natural religion.

By the end of the nineteenth century,
metaphysics and systematic theology
were dead in the water. We now need
to come to terms with the cosmic story
offered by modern science allied to a
vision of the world that reduces every-
thing to the movement of cultural
signs, especially language. The old
ideas about God, the soul, life after
death ... are no longer tenable. The

bonmmmnmmmmnnmmmmnmnmmmnnmond ShOrch is fighting a desperate rear-

goard action in defense of tradition
against modernity and, rather ironi-
cally, clings to power by asking people
to believe in absurdities. (True maybe,
but do I not detect a trace of acid and
overkill here?) The language of
fundamentalism is empty and ranting,
the language of liberal religion is
soothing but empty waffle. Religious
language has collapsed. So we live in

‘WJ a post-modern, post-christian age when
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